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Although his current reputation as one of the greatest American writers was not established until nearly a hundred years after his death, his place is now firmly assured with significant and unique intellectual contributions to such diverse fields as literature, political science, philosophy, religious studies, botany and zoology, and the emerging interdisciplinary study known as ecological science. His brief treatise on "Civil Disobedience" is perhaps the best-known essay in all American literature. It has been credited with inspiring Mahatma Gandhi while living in South Africa to envision the strategy of passive resistance (or Satyagraha) that would be employed so successfully in the struggle to free the Indian subcontinent from British colonial rule in 1948, as well as Martin Luther King Jr., whose leadership in a similarly successful, nonviolent, mass resistance to segregation led to national acknowledgement of African American civil rights in the 1960s.
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As a consequence of this single essay, Thoreau is perhaps best known in the contemporary popular mind for the mass movements of nonviolent, passive resistance he inspired in the twentieth century. When asked by American reporter Webb Miller at the Second Round Table Conference in London in 1931 if he had read Thoreau, Mahatma Gandhi replied, "Why, of course, I read Thoreau. I read Walden first in Johannesburg in South Africa in 1906 and his ideas influenced me greatly. I adopted some of them and recommended the study of Thoreau to all my friends who were helping me in the cause of Indian independence. Why, I actually took the name of my movement from Thoreau's essay, "On the Duty of Civil Disobedience," written about eighty years ago." 3 Gandhi adopted as the core of his political strategy Thoreau's central action in "Civil Disobedience" of going to jail as a form of passive social protest, first in South Africa against the Asiatic Registration Act (also referred to as the Black Act) and decades later in India with massive protests that resulted in the end of more than three centuries of British colonial rule. As George Hendrick concludes in his definitive study of Thoreau's influence on Gandhi, "There can be no doubt that Gandhi was deeply indebted to the Thoreau who defied society and government to follow his conscience." 4 For similar reasons, John H. Hicks chose the "protestation by Martin Luther King" that was "virtually dictated from the jailhouse in Albany, Georgia, in the full heat of the resistance in that city in September 1962" 5 as the opening statement in his collection of encomiums for Thoreau. First published in the Massachusetts Review for Autumn 1962 as "A Centenary Gathering for Henry David Thoreau," the collection was expanded and later issued as a book under the title Thoreau in Our Season. In this appreciation of Thoreau's influence, dictated from the Albany, Georgia, jail, King said, During my early college days I read Thoreau's essay on civil disobedience for the first time. Fascinated by the idea of refusing to cooperate with an evil system, I was so deeply moved that I re-read the work several times. I became convinced then that non-cooperation with evil is as much a moral obligation as is cooperation with good. No other person has been more eloquent and passionate in getting this idea across than Henry David Thoreau. As a result of his writings and personal witness we are the heirs of a legacy of creative protest. It goes without saying that the teachings of Thoreau are alive today, indeed, they are more alive today than ever before. Whether expressed in a sit-in at lunch counters, a freedom ride into Mississippi, a peaceful protest in Albany, Georgia, a bus boycott in Montgomery, Alabama, it is an outgrowth of Thoreau's insistence that evil must be resisted and no moral man can patiently adjust to injustice.
